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ABSTRACT
CHARLES BARTON WYNN JR: The Inescapable Longing for Elsewhere- Escapism in
Recent Pulitzer Prize winning Literature
(under the direction of Professor Ronald Schroeder)
In reading a selection of Pulitzer Prize winning literature since 1980,1 found that
many of the novels included characters who, either literally or metaphorically, longed to
escape from the reality of their lives. Four novels in particular embodied this theme: The
Amazing Adventures ofKavalier and Clay by Michael Chabon, The Brief Wondrous Life
ofOscar Wao by Junot Diaz, Martin Dressier: The Tale ofan American Dreamer by
Steven Millhauser, and The Road by Cormac McCarthy. All four books treated escape
and escapism ambiguously-sometimes escape is a flaw; sometimes escape is a virtue.
Upon closer readings ofthe four novels, I came to the conclusion that the
deciding factor is hope. Escapism, when it is temporary and meant to inspire engagement
with reality, is not only virtuous, but also has ties to the ideal of the American dream.
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Introduction- Defining Escapism
“He had escaped in his life, from ropes chains, boxes, bags, and crates, from
handcuffs and shackles, from countries and regimes from the arms of a woman who
loved him,from crashed airplanes and an opiate addiction and from an entire frozen
continent intent on causing his death. The escape from reality was, he felt... a worthy
challenge.” -Joe Kavalier

Through the thoughts of Joe Kavalier, Michael Chabon summarizes the central
theme of his Pulitzer Prize winning novel. The Amazing Adventures ofKavalier and
Clay. In a selection of Pulitzer Prize winning literature from the past decade, the theme
of escapism established in Chabon’s novel is a central and resonating concept as well,
particularly in Martin Dressier: The Tale ofan American Dreamer by Steven Millhauser,
The Road by Cormac McCarthy, and The Brief Wondrous Life ofOscar Wao by Junot

Diaz .
Yi Tuan offers a working definition of the term escapism in his critical essay
Escapism. Tuan initially defines the word as anything through which people distance
themselves from the harshness of reality (Tuan xv). If this account seems vague, it is
meant to be. Throughout the rest of his essay it becomes apparent that Tuan’s definition
of escapism includes culture as an escape from nature (Tuan 2), humanity as an escape
from animality (Tuan 29), interaction with other people as escape from “I”(Tuan 78),
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and, finally, imagination as a mode of escape from reality(Tuan 151). While the idea
that culture and even humanity may be escapism is certainly ambitious, these aspects of
Tuan’s essay are oriented towards escape within the framework of society rather than
looking at escape as it appears in literature. What is relevant to this discussion is Tuan’s
view of imagination: “Whatever we do or make beyond the instinctual and the routine is
preceded by the kernel of an idea or image. Imagination is our unique way of escaping.
Escaping to what and where? To something called ‘good’—a better life and a better
place”(Tuan 113). The concept of escape through imagination expressed here bears
significant ties to the modes of escapism used by the characters in The Amazing
Adventures ofKavalier and Clay, The Brief Wondrous Life ofOscar Wao,Martin
Dressier: The Tale ofan American Dreamer, and The Road. Modifying slightly Tuan’s
definition, a working definition for the instrument of escape in these four novels would
be any means by which a character seeks to move from the situation he or she is in to a
situation that is better, whether the latter is real or not.
In any discussion of escapism, the idea of“real” is important because often times,
as will be seen in the discussion of the four novels, the preferred situation (the situation to
which the characters escape) has its origins within the character’s imagination. The
characters in these novels escape through four significant modes: literal escape (that is,
literally fleeing to another place), escape through fiction or stories, escape through
creation, and escape through transformation. Of these four modes, three of them begin
with a character’s imagining a better situation to which to escape. Stories are told so that
characters can be temporarily relieved of the harshness of their situations. To incorporate
another of Tuan’s ideas.
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Culture is driven by imagination and is a product of imagination. We
humans are pleased and proud to have it. But imagination can lead us
astray—into fantasy, the unreal, and the grotesque... Even the good that
imagination brings forth can be ambivalent. It is good to escape from raw
and threatening nature into the refinements of culture. However, viewed
through darker glasses, these refinements have the appearance of a
towering froth burying and hiding the harsh... realities that sustain it.
(Tuan xiv-xv)
Though Tuan is applying his philosophy of escapism to cultural problems, the
ambivalence to which Tuan refers is highly relevant to these four novels. Alternate
worlds are created (even if only on paper) because the characters would prefer to pretend
to inhabit a fictional world than deal with the hardships of the real one. Characters use
other personas and transform into new selves without the limitations of reality. All three
of these modes of escape begin with the character imagining a different way of life.
What makes stories, creation, and transformation so interesting within the context
of these books are the ties that all three modes of escape have to each other. Indeed, in
defining the three, it is difficult not to use one term in the definition of the other.
Creation can be the transformation of a whole world, transformation is the creation of
new personality or even a new body, and stories (within these novels) are microcosmic,
created worlds. The theme of story as a mode of escape is especially interesting because
it raises the question of whether or not stories are inherently escapist. Many of these
characters (in The Amazing Adventures ofKavalier and Clay and The Brief Wondrous
Life ofOscar Wao in particular) escape into the story genres of superheroes, science
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fiction, and fantasy. Within these novels, these genres are regarded as forms of escapism,
because the characters use them to distance themselves from reality. Comic books and
science fiction are not inherently escapist, but they become media of escape in the hands
of a character wishing to leave reality.
The significance of escapism in these novels lies with the distinction that they
have been rewarded—the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction. The criteria for winning this prize
are fairly broad. The only formal description is, “For distinguished fiction by an
American author, preferably dealing with American life” (Pulitzer Prize). All four novels
do deal significantly with American life in different time periods and social situation. At
the same time, each features characters who wish to escape from their lives through one
of the means listed above. In short, the theme of escapism in these four Pulitzer Prize
winning novels is directly tied to the dissatisfaction of their main characters. Their
inability to cope with their lives leads them to escape into other worlds, be they fictional
or dreamed. The Amazing Adventures ofKavalier and Clay, The Brief Wondrous Life of
Oscar Wao,Martin Dressier: The Tale ofan American Dreamer, and The Road each deal
with the theme of escape in distinctively different ways, but the final message of each is
the same: the characters are ultimately more satisfied when they embrace their lives and
stop inhabiting their escapist worlds. Ironically, at the same time, both The Amazing
Adventures ofKavalier and Clay and The Brief Wondrous Life ofOscar Wao spend a
large part of the narrative chronicling the joy that can come from brief excursions into the
escapist worlds that fiction provides (as seen in the preceding quote from Chabon).
Ultimately, the messages of these books are cohesive with the idea expressed by Tuan,
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that the desire to escape through fantasy should be embraced, but only as a passing mood.
a temporary escape.
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Chapter /- The Amazing Adventures ofKavalier and Clay
Michael Chabon’s The Amazing Adventures ofKavalier and Clay won the
Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 2001. Chiefly set in New York of the 1930s and 40s, the
novel revolves around two Jewish cousins, Joe Kavalier—a refugee from Nazi-occupied
Prague—and Sam Clay—an imaginative writer who is waiting for his chance to break
into the business of comic books. Among its many themes, the novel is saturated with
the idea of escape. In an attempt to alter their lives and the world around them, the
characters exhibit four different types of escapism- escape through creation, escape
through transformation, literal escape, and preoccupations with escapist fiction.
Central to the theme of escape through creation are Joe and Sam s Jewish origins.
Though neither character seems especially devout, the first several chapters of the book
are particularly concerned with the Jewish faith as they detail Joe’s escape from Prague.
The Jewish story-telling tradition is key to this plot point because it introduces the figure
of the Golem. In an interview, Michael Chabon recognizes this as one of the core
elements of the novel:
...in conversation with Will Eisner, I asked him why he thought so many
of the original comic book creators in the 1930s and 40s were Jews, and
he gave me a very logical sort of economical explanation, but then he said,
“I’ve often wondered if there weren’t something in the Jewish storytelling
tradition that didn’t lend itself to the creation of superheroes. Superman,
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for example, we have this Golem story,” and that was very exciting for me
to kind of get confirmation about something that I’d just kind of guessed.
(Gross)
Joe’s experiences with the Golem, whose presence at the beginning and ending of the
novel bookend the story, introduce the idea of a created surrogate figure that the creator
uses, in some cases, to better the world. In Chabon’s own words, a Golem is “an
artificial man, essentially, a homunculus, a creature created out of usually clay or mud
that is then brought to life by means of incantations and spells... the Golem is brought to
life to be a protector of the ghetto and defender against the oppressed...”(Gross). While
it would be easy to focus on the Golem as a comment on the power of creation, the most
important element of that figure is the fact that it was created to do something that the
creator cannot do himself. This makes the Golem an extension of escapism. The Jewish
community that glorifies the Golem in the early parts of the novel created him to defend
them when they could not defend themselves. It is a created being, a fictional, fantastical
hero.
Essentially, the Golem is the forbearer to the creation of Joe and Sam’s
superhero. Exiled from Prague and knowing that his family would eventually die under
the Nazi invasion, Joe is unable to do anything to better his family’s predicament by
himself. He takes up his cousin’s ambitions in the comic book industry and creates his
own golem- a surrogate that is able to do in his fictional universe what Joe cannot do in
his actual universe. Appropriately, this superhero is called The Escapist. In Chabon s
novel, the creation of these beings and the escape from reality are the same:

The

shaping of a golem, to him, was a gesture of hope, offered against hope, in a time of
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desperation. It was the expression of a yearning that a few magic words and an artful
hand might produce something- one poor, dumb, powerful thing- exempt from the
crushing strictures, from the ills, cruelties and inevitable failures of the greater Creation”
(Chabon 582). This passage, along with many others throughout the book that involve
creation, veers into meta-fiction. Chabon is commenting not only the power of Joe and
Sam’s superhero and its precursors, but also on the power of language and fiction to
create a new world (albeit an imaginary one)that is free of the restrictions and evil of the
original one. In “On Fairy Stories,” J.R.R. Tolkien’s defense of escapist literature
(specifically fantasies), Tolkien describes the act of writing or reading fantastic literature
as a Sub-creation”(Tolkien 15). That is, the writer or reader has formed a link between
the ideas in his head and the physical world and put forth something that is not limited to
the constraints of reality.
Through the Escapist, Joe can battle the Nazis and save his family, something he
cannot do in real life (his actual attempts to do so fall under the theme of escape through
transformation and will be covered later). Joe’s first depiction of the Escapist makes
apparent his intent for his surrogate self:
It was not a drawing but a painting, executed in tempera on heavy stock, in
a polished illustrator’s style, at once idealized and highly realistic... There
were just the two principals, the Escapist and Hitler, on a neoclassical
platform draped with Nazi flags against a blue sky... The dark blue fabric
of the Escapist’s costume was creased with palpable pleats and wrinkles,
and his hair- they had decided to do the kerchief as a mask that left the
hair exposed- glinted like gold and at the same time looked messy and
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windblown. His musculature was lean and understated, believable, and
the veins in his arm rippled with strain of the blow. As for Hitler, he came
flying at you backward, right crossed clean out of the painting, head
thrown back, forelock a-splash, arms flailing,jaw trailing a long red
streamer of teeth.
(Chabon 150)
The length of this passage (abbreviated here but taking up nearly a whole page ofthe
actual text) demonstrates the passion with which Joe has poured himself into the
punishment his Escapist delivers to this image of Hitler. Joe painstakingly draws and
paints for hours until the image merges with his sense of reality; the passage feels as if it
is Joe delivering the blow to Hitler, and, in Joe’s mind, that is exactly what he is doing.
The Escapist is not the only golem-figure in The Amazing Adventure ofKavalier
and Clay, however. The character of Sam Clay has an interesting status as a golem in
relationship with the rest of the text. As Ken Kalflis puts it in his review of the novel,
Sam is “the Brooklyn golem”(Kalflis 1). In the beginning of the story, Sam appears to
have been lying dormant in Brooklyn, wasting his time as an advertisement illustrator,
leading an inanimate life until Joe arrives. Sam and Joe appear to give life to each other
and feed the other’s the need to escape. Even Sam’s surname recalls the image of the
Golem- Clay, or Klayman before he changed it. Sam is malleable and synergistic, he
requires someone else to give him his power.
While this dependence on others recalls the Golem, Sam also has characteristics
that make him the chief creator rather than creation. Indeed, Sam s skill as a talented
writer of pulp fiction serves as the key catalyst to the story. He is a creator of worlds, and
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through Joe these fictional creations seem to blend into reality. Just as Joe seems to
animate Sam’s dormant abilities and gives rise to his talent, through the eyes of Sam, Joe
takes on a larger-than-life quality. “[Sam] has vivified his fnend and partner Joe, who
turns into a kind of superhero himself, as if conjured from his cousin’s imagination: he is
agile, good-looking, suave and deft at drawing, language, dancing and sleight of hand”
(Kalfus 1). Sam views Joe, his chief male companion in the beginning of the story, as the
sort of male hero that he is trying to write. In fact, the idea for the Escapist is bom when
Sam happens to catch a glimpse of Joe heroically posed as he scales an apartment
building from which the two have been locked out. Chabon writes,“Sammy wanted to
inhabit the body of his cousin... It was,in part, a longing- common enough among the
inventors of heroes- to be someone else”(Chabon 112-113). That is the heart of Sam
Clay’s character. In a novel full of escapism, Sam escapes by creating idealized versions
of the men he would like to be. Though Joe is the first idealized figure of Sam s, the
reader is soon shown Sam’s memory of his father—a side-show strong man who
foreshadows the super-heroically strong characters Sam would create. Later, Tracy
Bacon is introduced as the actor who portrays the Escapist on screen and radio. Sam s
homosexual relationship with Bacon (another symptom of his desire for escape) is the
culmination of his longing to create for himself a new identity. Indeed, the Escapist and
the whole world that he inhabits seem to be Sam’s golem: a created solution to the
blandness of his life.
Joe wants to fight the people who threaten his family; Sam wants to become a
larger man in means and stature. Though their desires are expressly different, the
Escapist serves them both in the same way—^through wish-fulfillment. Wish-fulfillment
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makes the comic book such a perfect device and theme for The Amazing Adventures of
Kavalier and Clay. Comic books are more than just a pop-culture element of the
temporal setting of the novel. Culturally, the comic book is seen as the quintessential
device of escapism for youth. Particularly, the comic book provides an outlet for the
imagination by projecting the common fantasies of most boys, and, as the text reveals,
some men as well. This conversation takes place between Sam and one of his
collaborators, Davy, on the night Sam and Joe invent the Escapist:
“My guy flies,” said Davy O’Dowd. “That I know... Franks says
this all about wishful figments.”
Huh?
“Wishful figments. You know,like it’s all what some little kid
wishes he could do. Like for you, hey, you don’t want to have a gimpy leg
no more. So, boom, you give your guy a magic key and he can walk.”
Huh. Sammy had not chosen to look at the process of character
creation in so stark a manner. He wondered what other wishes he might
have subsumed unknowingly into the character of lame Tom Mayflower.
(Chabon 145)
Though Davy does not get the term quite right, he inadvertently strikes at the heart of
Sammy’s motivations and at the heart of the novel. The creation of the comic book
characters and much of the action throughout the novel are about Sam and Joe creating
someone who allows them to escape the constraints of their own lives. As Davy points
out, Sammy’s body was ravaged by polio when he was young, crippling his legs and
keeping him from achieving the physical strength he always admired in his father. So the

fl
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character of Tom Mayflower once a crippled young boy as well, is given a magic key that
allows him not only the power to fight crime and stop evil but the power simply to
overcome the weaknesses that he and Sam share.
The connection between superheroes, escape, and transformation is drawn in the
very the first paragraph of the story: “To me, Clark Kent in a phone booth and Houdini
in a packing crate, they were one and the same thing... You weren’t the same person
when you came out as when you went in... It was called ‘Metamorphosis.’ It was never
just a question of escape. It was also a question of transformation"'(Chabon 3).
The line between creation-escapism and transformation-escapism is blurred in The
Amazing Adventures ofKavalier and Clay, particularly when it comes to the character of
Sam. His admiration of strong men and his wife to become one of them seems like a
desire to transform, but his creation and vicarious living through the Escapist, a character
who epitomizes the type of man he desires/admires, clearly belong to the category of
creation-escapism. But Sam also wants to escape into a different body, to transform
himself into someone else. One latent symptom of this appears in his humble but
frequent weight-lifting that he does from boyhood through the end of the novel.
However, his physical handicap impedes his growth. This desire to escape his own body
soon manifests itself in a very different form of transformation-escape: Sam’s
homosexuality, and specifically his relationship with actor Tracy Bacon. Their affair
begins when Bacon comes to visit Sam in an observation deck in the middle of the city
where Sam has volunteered to be a look-out during the fear of invasion at the beginning
of World War II: “[Sam] felt that old stirring of desire he had often experienced,
growing up to have... not Tracy Bacon, but rather his life, his build, his beautiful and
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temperamental girlfriend and the power to break her heart. When in fact what he had was
a pair of binoculars, a clipboard, and the most solitary perch in the city three nights a
week”(Chabon 351). Though later the novel graphically depicts Sam’s homosexual
relationship with Bacon, at the relationship’s outset it is very clear that much of Sam’s
interest in him is not so much lust for him sexually as it is a desire to actually become
Tracy Bacon. It is no coincidence that the couple’s affair is initiated at Sam’s look-out
post; there is no better symbol of Sam’s failure to be a hero in own eyes, than his safe
perch where he perfunctorily waits for an invasion that is not coming. On the other end
of the spectrum is Tracy Bacon who is, literally, the real-world representation of the
Escapist and everything that Sam idealizes. Sam escapes into a homosexual relationship.
The book holds true, however, to its temporal setting, and Sam finds that his new
lifestyle comes with a new style of persecution. The homophobia of the time period
comes to a head when Sam and Bacon go on a trip with other celebrity gay couples
(Chabon 402-413). The weekend is put to an end by a group of police officers, one of
whom forces Sam to perform a sexual act upon him. The gravity of the situation
becomes too much for Sam, who rushes to marry Rosa after Joe leaves her pregnant to
join the army(Chabon 421). In other words, after having found his escape into
homosexuality too burdensome, Sam takes on Joe’s responsibilities and the life meant for
Joe. In a sense, he becomes Joe. Sam’s refusal to accept the reality of his life leads him
to escape again and again, until his multiple lives form a group of nesting dolls with each
subsequent life smaller and more constricting than the one before it.
With Joe the distinction between escape through creation and escape through
transformation is much clearer, and his journey from one to the other traces his spiral
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downward. As the novel progresses, the act of writing stories in which the Escapist and
his band of superhero buddies combat fictional versions of the Nazis becomes less and
less of a release for Joe. Before long, within his fictional universe, Joe has taken his wish
fulfillment as far as it can go, by having the Escapist bring Hitler to justice before a world
tribunal(Chabon 165). As Joe and Sam’s editor would later point out, while the two
boys may have felt they were sending a message with their comic book adventures, art
has little effect in the real world (Chabon 285). This sentiment, whether it is accurate or
not, leads Joe to act out his fantasies in the real world—to become the superhero that he
has created.
The first signs of Joe’s slipping into the character of the Escapist come after the
death of his father. Seeking an outlet for his grief, Joe targets the New York chapter of
the Aryan-American League. The leader of the organization, Carl Ebling, paradoxically
seems to be a fan of the Escapist and takes on the mantle of one of his chief enemies
(Chabon 202). The conflict between Ebling and Joe escalates quickly into comic-like
grandeur with both men feeling that the other is his nemesis: Joe attacks Carl’s league
headquarters, so Carl puts a cartoon-like fake bomb in Joe’s office (Chabon 216).
Though at first this act seems relatively harmless, the novel makes it clear that both men
are slipping into delusional fantasies that are slowly becoming more and more immersive.
This descent from reality is even reflected in Joe and Sam’s new comic Luna Moth:
“...Luna fought in the wonderworld against specters and demons, and defended all of us
unsuspecting dreamers against attack from the dark realms of sleep. Twice now she had
flapped into battle against slavering Elder Creatures readying vast interdimensional
armadas of demon...”(Chabon 318). No longer finding satisfaction in simply beating up

17

Nazi’s, Kavalier & Clay’s comics begin to become even further separated from real life;
now, instead of fighting Nazis, their superheroes fight demons in another dimension.
Even the term Elder Creatures calls to mind the work of H.P. Lovecraft, a wnter of
otherworldly horror fiction. More relevant, though, is the direction that Joe’s art takes as
he draws Luna Moth:
...the art Joe turned in for Luna Moth was very different from his work on
the other books. Rosa’s father, with his eye for native American sources
of the Surrealist idea, had introduced Joe to the work of Winsor McKay.
The urban dreamscapes, the dizzying perspectives, the playful tone, and
the bizarre metamorphoses and juxtapositions ofLittle Nemo in
Slumberland all quickly found their way into Joe’s pages for Luna Moth.
Suddenly the standard three tiers of quadrangular panels became a prison
from which he had to escape.
(Chabon 318-319)
Joe’s desire to become something more than himself seeps over into his creative field.
Just as the Escapist’s adventures no longer offer a fulfilling escape for Joe, the format of
the traditional comic book page is now constraining as well. The description of Joe’s
artistic interests also shows his movement away from the traditional to more abstract and
less realistic media for his renderings.
As Joe’s art becomes less precisely realistic, the fantasy-conflict between Joe and
Ebling also becomes more like a comic book tale. The text is peppered with chapters that
take place within Joe and Sam’s comic book world, recounting the origins of their
various creations. When one chapter commences with the sentence,“The Steel Gauntlet,
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Kapitan Evil, the Panzer, Siegfried, Swastika Man,the Four Horsemen, and Wotan the
Wicked all confine their nefarious operations, by and large, to the battlefields of Europe
and North Africa, but the Saboteur, King of Infiltrations, Vandal Supreme, lives right in
Empire City,” the reader is meant to understand that this is another of Sam Clay’s stories
about one of the Escapist’s enemies(Chabon 328). However, as the chapter progresses,
it becomes apparent that this narrative is not taking place inside Sammy’s imagination,
but in the real world from the delusional perspective of Carl Ebling. Through his eyes,
the text shows Ebling’s plot to kill Joe(whom he believes to actually be the Escapist).
By gradually revealing that the chapter is not a fictional episode but a truly dangerous
and very real situation, Chabon draws the reader into the one ofthe dangers of Joe s
escapist tendencies: Joe’s fantasy life is merging with reality to the point that they are
indistinguishable. The text tricks the reader by using the fantastical comic book-like
chapters, normally a lighter part of the novel, as a way to show just how deep Ebling and
Joe’s delusions run. Their escapes from reality have resulted in complete detachments
from it.
It is important that this delusion is not one-sided. As much as Ebling believes
himself to be the Escapist’s arch-nemesis, Joe wants to do what the Escapist does- to
battle Nazis, to change the world, to save families like his own, but, “it did not occur to
[Joe]... that he had begun to lose himself in a labyrinth of fantastical revenge whose
bone-littered center lay ten thousand miles and three years away”(Chabon 222). In short,
Joe desires to transform himself to the detriment of his actual life.
Just as Joe’s descent can be marked when creation-escape becomes
transformation-escape, his descent soon progresses into literal escape. The ten thousand
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miles and three years away” to which the quote above refers is the result of Joe’s leaving.
Joe’s anger and grief reach their climax when Joe learns of his brother’s death at sea: a
German U-boat torpedoes his ship(Chabon 401). Leaving behind his responsibilities to
his pregnant girlfriend Rosa, Joe escapes. This compulsion to escape/create/
transform/leave is Joe’s tragic flaw. As Joe’s boyhood teacher puts it:
Joseph was one of those unfortunate boys who become escape artists not
to prove the superior machinery of their bodies against outlandish
contrivances and the laws of physics, but for dangerously metaphorical
reasons. Such men feel imprisoned by invisible chains- walled in, sewn
up in layers of batting. For them,the final feat of autoliberation was all
too foreseeable.(Chabon 37)
The inevitability of Joe’s actions seems set up with this quotation in the very beginning
of the novel. Joe is going to leave, and he finally does in what is by far the strangest
section of the novel but one that is absolutely necessary to it. The Amazing Adventures of
Kavalier and Clay is structured in six sections. The first section, entitled “The Escape
Artist,” is not unlike a standard superhero origin. It details Joe’s strange escape from his
homeland to America and reads like an adventure narrative. The second and third
sections,“A Couple of Boy Geniuses” and “The Funny Book War,” respectively, deal
with the rise of Kavalier and Clay and the creation of the Escapist and their other comic
book lines. The fourth section, appropriately titled “The Golden Age,” shows the team at
the height of their fame and fortune, reaping the benefits of their creation. Joe is in a
relationship with Rosa, Sam is in a relationship with Tracy, and everyone is generally
happy. However,“The Golden Age” comes to an end with Joe’s joining the army and
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being stationed at a radio monitoring station in Antarctica. This part of the novel makes
up Radioman,” the fifth and shortest section of the novel. In the previous four sections,
Joe metaphorically becomes further and further removed from reality until this section
when he is actually removed. In other words,“Radioman” is the fall-out of the previous
four sections, the price Joe pays for his desire to escape. So ardent is this desire to escape
his own life and lead another, that he, like the Escapist, goes off to fight the Nazis.
Taking place completely in a deserted army barrack in Antarctica, this part of the
novel seems strange and out of place, but it is meant to feel that way. Especially when
compared to the adventures of the Escapist to which Joe aspires, his time in Antarctica is
a pathetic and lackluster affair. Though he wants to fight and avenge his family, Joe ends
up in a radio station. After the other men in his company are killed in a maintenance
accident involving a gas leak, Joe is the left by himself with the responsibilities of
listening for German radio transmissions(Chabon 431). The action and effectiveness of
Joe’s escapist fantasies are tragically juxtaposed against his reality ofjust sitting and
listening. The adventure ends with Joe needlessly killing the one occupant of the
corresponding Nazi listening station- the object of Joe’s obsessive attention throughout
the section (Chabon 465). This episode defines an anti-climax: an empty, unsatisfying,
and morally ambiguous release, the result of Joe’s obsession to transform and escape.
If“Radioman” is read as the anti-climax of Joe’s downfall, then the final section,
“The League of the Golden Key” deals with the fall-out of these decisions, and how Joe
and Sam ultimately make peace with the reality of their lives. As the section opens, both
men are bearing the weight of their sins of escape: Sam is leading a normal life in a job
he hates with a wife and child that are not meant to be his; Joe is living the life of a

21

hermit

isolated and alone. Ironically, the Escapist becomes the catalyst for both men to

return to the lives they were meant to lead: to get the attention of his son (the only person
who knows of his return from Alaska), Joe dresses as the Escapist and attempts to fly off
of a building using an elastic cord. In doing so he reveals his return to Rosa and Sam,
who bring him home to recover from his injuries(Chabon 531-544). Joe’s use of the
Escapist persona is a confusing one for this section of the text. After all, why would the
symbol of Escape, up to this point a negatively portrayed attnbute in the novel, be used as
the source of redemption? The text answers this question:
“You still haven’t said,”[Rosa] reminded him.

Why you did it.

What was the point of it all?”
...Rosa and Sammy turned to Joe, who regarded the inch of ash at
the tip of his cigarette for a moment before tapping it into the palm of his
hand.
“I guess this was the point,” he said, ‘For me to come back. To
end up sitting here with you, on Long Island, in this house, eating some
noodles that Rosa made.
(Chabon 558)
In this respect, the ending of The Amazing Adventures ofKavalier and Clay shares

a

common theme with many modernist and post-modernist texts: it ultimately features
characters who are desperately trying to return to a specific time in their lives, to restore
things to the way they were or the way they should have been. Paradoxically, it is Joe s
stunt as the Escapist that allows Joe re-entry into his family and Sam to go to Hollywood.
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The Amazing Adventures ofKavalier and Clay also deals with the idea of
escapism in a meta-textual sense; this is a book about comic books. It is almost a love
letter to the Golden Age of comics. By weaving the fictional narrative into the real-world
of the 1930s and 40s comic book industry, Chabon is able to use parts ofKavalier and
Clay to capture the history of the medium that becomes so important to the characters.
Large sections of the text(most notably pages 74 through 78)detail the emergence and
evolution of the comic book and its place in the American consciousness. In this section,
Chabon notes that the introduction of Superman into comic book mythos saved the
industry from early destruction (Chabon 75). What makes this notable is that, like a realworld version of Joe and Sam’s Escapist, Superman was created by two Jewish boys
looking for an outlet. As Joe puts it, “To me,this Superman is... maybe... only an
American Golem”(Chabon 86). By tying the book so closely to history, Chabon shows
that the book’s themes are common with the real world; the escapism and creation that
are so prevalent in his fictional universe also run through people’s everyday lives.
Even though escapism is so often a catalyst for the downfall ofthe characters, at
times the novel takes a page or two to describe that Escape with a sentimental and
nostalgic tone:
Having lost his mother, father, brother, and grandfather, the friends and
foes of his youth, his beloved teacher Bernard Komblum, his city, his
history- his home- the usual charge leveled against comic books, that they
offered merely an easy escapefrom reality, seemed to Joe actually to be a
powerful argument on their behalf... He would remember for the rest of
his life a peaceful half hour spent reading a copy ofBetty and Veronica
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that he had found in a service station rest room: lying down with it under
a fir tree, in a sun-slanting forest outside of Medord, Oregon, wholly
absorbed into that primary-colored world...That was magic... the genuine
magic of art.
(Chabon 576)
The great irony of the novel is that though the characters’ issues are resolved when they
stop trying to escape and settle into their lives. The Amazing Adventures ofKavalier and
Clay is a love letter to that escape through comic books. The detail of Joe and Sam’s
reading, the way Rosa pours herself into the imaginary love-life of her comic book
characters, and the setting within the Golden Age of comic books all create a beautifully
rendered picture of the relief that timely escape into art can bring.
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Chapter //- The Brief Wondrous Life ofOscar Wao
Junot Diaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life ofOscar Wao won the Pulitzer Prize for
Fiction in 2008. The narrative is told from the point of view of Yunior, the roommate
and sometimes-friend of the novel’s main character, Oscar de Leon. Oscar is overweight,
socially awkward, and obsessed with science fiction and fantasy. While much of the
novel is spent on Oscar’s misadventures as he tries to find love, the narrator also spends
substantial sections of the novel on the history of Oscar’s family and the tragedy behind
their immigration from the Dominican Republic to the United States. The Brief
Wondrous Life ofOscar Wao deals with the theme of escape in two ways: Similar to The
Amazing Adventures ofKavalier and Clay^ it uses the comic book and other escapist
fiction as alternate worlds to which Oscar escapes; the novel embraces Oscar’s obsession
with these worlds by requiring of its readers an understanding ofthem. Secondly, the
novel highlights escape in the truest sense through the secondary characters needs to
leave their lives and create new ones.
Oscar de Leon, or Oscar Wao as he will come to be known, is a nerd_ a character
who “retreats into the realms of his beloved science fiction and fantasy to avoid
confronting the harsh realities of adulthood and his inability to lose his virginity”(Jewell
2). Oscar’s thoughts are littered with obscure allusions to more than somewhat obscure
television shows, movies, board games, and books. In the words of one reviewer. To get
the most out of‘Oscar Wao,’ you’d want to know about video- and role-playing games
and old TV shows, about Tolkien, C.S. Lewis, H.P. Lovecraft...”(Gates 2). These
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references are not peppered through the text occasionally to give it a sense of
authenticity; they are essential to understanding Oscar, because this is the world to which
he escapes. Allusions to popular culture include, but are not limited to, items on the
following list (the obscurity and exhaustiveness of the list merely reflect the text):
Sauron (Diaz 3)
Arawn (3)
Darkseid (3)
The Omega Effect(5)
Morgoth’s Bane (5)
Captain Trips(12)
Star Trek(\3)
Shazam (14)
Herculoids(14)
Space Ghost(14)
Planet ofthe Apes(14)
Chaka from Land ofthe Lost
(16)
Dr. Zaius(16)
General Urko (16)
Mary Jane Watson(18)
Dungeons and Dragons(18)
Stephen King (18)
The Watchers(19)
Eye of Mingus(20)
Tom Swift(20)
Ultraman (20)
Lovecraft(20)
Wells(20)
Burroughs(20)
Howard (20)
Alexander(20)
Herbert(20)
Asimov (20)
Bova(21)
Heinlein (21)
The Old Ones(21)
EE “Doc” Smith (21)
Stapledon (21)
Doc Savage(21)
Elvish (21)
Chakobsa(21)
Dorsai(21)

Lensmen(21)
the Marvel Universe(21)
Stan Lee(21)
Jedi(21)
Spider-Man (21)
Run Run Shaw (22)
Danny Dunn(22)
the X-Men(22)
Doctor Who(22)
Blake’s 7(22)
Zentraedi Walker(22)
Tolkein(23)
Margaret Weis(23)
Tracy Hickman(23)
Wyndham (23)
Gamma World(23)
Dragon (27)
Tripods(27)
Death Dealing Destroyers(28)
Champion(28)
Aftermath!(28)
Exterminators(29)
Destroyers(29)
Morlocks(30)
Frank Miller(32)
Alan Moore(32)
Zardoz(32)
Virus(33)
Clay’s Ark(37)
Dune(39)
Watchmen (45)
Psiworld (46)
Robotech (47)
Miracleman (48)
Akira (50)
the Phantom Zone (84)
Squadron Supreme (86)
Ringwraiths(90)
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Eyes of Atlantis(91)

Jack Kirby (92)
Danger Room (93)
the One Ring (94)
Green Lantern (94)
mutant abilities (94)
with great power comes
great responsibility”(94)
The Fantastic Four(97)
Galactus (97)
Teen Titans (97)
Deathstroke (97)
The Brotherhood of Evil
Mutants(97)
Nazgul(97)
Street Fighter(115)
ores(119)
The Dark Knight Returns
(148)
John Woo(155)
The Lord ofthe Rings(156)
Galadriel(156)
Gondolin (161)
Balrogs(161)
Apokolips(170)
New Genesis(170)
“Speak friend and enter”
(172)
Sindarin (172)
DC Comics(173)
This Island Earth (175)
Appleseed(175)
Project A (175)
Master Killer in Shaolin
44

Temple(176)
Jabba the Hutt(177)
Battle ofthe Planets(185)
the Jedi Order(184)
Ursula Le Guin (190)
X-Wings(193)
TIE Fighters(193)
Middle-earth (194)
Japanimation (195)
The Twilight Zone(224)
From Hell(224)
Sauron’s Eye(225)

the Outlands(256)
Badlands(256)
Cursed Earth (256)
the Forbidden Zone(256)
Great Wastes(256)
Desert of Glass(256)
Burning Lands(256)
Secundus(256)
Ceti Alpha Six (256)
Tatooine(256)
Astronaut Taylor(256)
Star Blazers(263)
Captain Harlock(263)
Terminator 2(263)
“Beam me up!”(265)
“Nanoo-Nanoo”(265)
The Sandman (266)
Eightball(266)
the Evil Planet Gordo(268)
Magic: The Gathering(269)
Marvel Comic’s What if?(270)
ion drive(271)
Octavia Butler(275)
Jedi mind tricks(282)
Grandpa Simpson (283)
Love and Rockets(285)
“If blue pill, continue. If red pill,
then return to the Matrix”(285)
Scooby-Doo double take (291)
Solomon Grundy(294)
Gorilla Grod (294)
Gollum (296)
Close Encounters ofthe Third Kind
(301)
Aslan (302)
hit points(305)
Uatu the Watcher(329)
the Blue Area ofthe Moon(329)
Billy Batson (329)
Captain Marvel(329)
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This list is only partial. Escapist fiction is not meant to be a tangential interest of Diaz’s
characters, but a larger device of the story. Clearly, escapist literature (the comic book
specifically) is of special significance in both this novel and The Amazing Adventures of
Kavalier and Clay. A.O. Scott, literature reviewer for The New York Times, offers some
insight into this medium and its significance in recent literature: ... an awful lot of
serious young-to-middle-aged novelists(John Lethem, Dave Eggers, Michael Chabon)
hang around [comic books] as well as lingering over the narratives that fed their
childhood imaginations in order to infiise their ambitious, difficult stories with some of
the allegorical pixie dust and epic grandiloquence the genres offer”(Scott 1). Scott raises
a significant point: in these two novels (and several more to which Scott alludes) the
comic book and escapist fiction become a cultural touchstone. Chabon and Diaz assume
that most American children growing up since the 1940’s have been exposed to some
form of these stories. Consequently, the writers use these allusions as representatives of a
larger cultural myth. Characters in comics are not the subject of the story but rather a
common denominator. As Diaz puts it:
As metaphors, comics are not only valuable for understanding childhood
but also how we put together our autobiographies... We like to put
together coherent histories. The most basic of superhero tropes are also
the most powerful ways to understand immigration, to understand what it
means to come from another world and what it means to be strange. On a
very simple level you never feel stranger than as an adolescent, and XMen doesn’t make sense without racial overtones. (Jewell 2)
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Diaz hits on two major points here: the first is that, as the paragraph above states, comic
books are valuable as a “coherent history.” Second, and much more insightfully, the
comic book is valuable in that it offers insight into the world of the estranged. For The
Brief Wondrous Life ofOscar Wao,the relationship between the comic book and the
estranged is significant because it deals with the life of a self-professed “nerd” and with
the lives of marginalized immigrants. The allusion to “the X-Men” refers to the group of
superheroes who are given their powers not by a strange accident or circumstance, but
simply by birth. At the onset of adolescence, the children who would later become the XMen manifest powers that would make them socially imacceptable. In other words, they
are bom different. In this way,the superhero genre not only becomes a banner of sorts
for the estranged but also a way to relate to a group of marginalized people

like Oscar

and his family—through a commonly known story.
This comparison introduces the way in which The Brief Wondrous Life ofOscar
Wao relates to escapist literature. As stated earlier, Oscar uses these media to get away
from the constraints and barriers of his normal existence. Within the story, these books,
movies, and television shows remove him from reality. However, as the storyteller, Diaz
uses the same escapist fiction as a catalyst for illuminating reality. This device is best
seen in his characterization of the actual historical figure Rafael Trujillo. Throughout the
flashback sequences of the story (which compose roughly two-thirds of the book),
Oscar’s family suffers under the rule ofthe tyrannical despot, Rafael Trujillo. In the
sections that involve him, Trujillo is frequently compared to “Sauron,” the supernatural
force of evil from J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord ofthe Ring. Additionally, the Dominican
Republic under Trujillo’s rule is referred to as Mordor, the corrupt land over which
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Sauron rules. The comparisons between Trujillo and The Lord ofthe Rings do not stop
with simple similes about the characters; Diaz takes specific plot points from Tolkien’s
work and compares them to Trujillo’s actions. Trujillo is also compared to Galactus
(archenemy of the comic book team, Fantastic Four)and Darkseid (a super villain from
the DC Comics Universe). On a first reading this seems odd. Since Tmjillo was as great
a tyrant as any other and was directly and indirectly responsible for countless murders,
comparing him with fictional(and extremely unrealistic) villains seems a little
lighthearted. When asked about this, Diaz answered:
Originally it was a way of making him [Trujillo] make sense to
Dominicans because he had become so commonplace that the colossal
power that he wielded and his strangeness had been forgotten... It s weird
that only by using emblematic figures of popular culture was I able to
reemphasize how nuts he was. You cannot approach Dominican history
without the metaphors of the fantastic. It’s impossible. (Jewell 3)
While that escapist fiction appears to be the root of Oscar’s tragic flaw, the text uses the
same medium to create a more vivid picture of real events. Trujillo is only
understandable when viewed through the context ofthe commonly-known, fictional bad
guys.
Though many of the terms in the list above are important in order to better
understand Oscar’s world, some ofthem are particularly notable because key moments of
the novel revolve around metaphors involving situations from this not-quite-popular
culture. There are many examples of this phenomenon, but the most significant one
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comes near the end of the novel. This scene comes after Oscar’s death, as his fnend (the
book’s narrator) goes through some of Oscar’s possessions:
And yet there are days, when I’m downtrodden or morose, when I find
myself at my desk late at night, unable to sleep, flipping through (of all
things) Oscar’s dog-eared copy of Watchmen. One of the few things that
he took with him on the Final Voyage that we recovered. The original
trade. I flip through the book, one of his top three, without question, to the
last horrifying chapter: “A Stronger Loving World.” To the only panel
he’s circled. Oscar—^who never defaced a book in his life—circled one
panel three times in the same emphatic pen he used to wnte his last letter
home. The panel where Adrian Veidt and Dr. Manhattan are having their
last convo. After the mutant brain has destroyed New York City; after Dr.
Manhattan has murdered Rorschach; after Veidt’s plan has succeeded in
“saving the world.”
Veidt says: “I did the right thing, didn’t I? It all worked out in the
end.
And Manhattan, before fading from our Universe, replies: “In the
end? Nothing ends, Adrian. Nothing ever ends.”
(Diaz 331)
This passage is not an irrelevant character moment but the penultimate scene ofthe
novel. Yet, its meaning hinges on a familiarity with Watchmen, a comic book. That is
not to say that without a working knowledge of Watchmen Diaz’s novel is not enjoyable,
some context is given within the passage. But without understanding who the characters
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Rorschach, Veidt, and Dr. Manhattan are, without understanding what tragic situation led
Dr. Manhattan to murder Rorschach (his former teammate), without understanding why it
is significant that a “mutant brain” has destroyed New York City—^without all that, the
weight of Oscar’s emphasis on this passage is a bit baffling. It is as if Diaz is rewarding
this knowledge by allowing it to give greater insight to his characters.
Though much of the novel is appropriately preoccupied with Oscar’s escape into
comic books and science fiction, they are not the only works to which Diaz alludes.
Significant allusions are made to the works of Charles Dickens and Herman Melville
(Diaz 139). Even the title, The Brief Wondrous Life ofOscar Wao,is an allusion to
Ernest Hemingway’s The Short Happy Life ofFrancis Macomber. In a National Public
Radio interview about the novel, Diaz comments on the reason for the interaction
between the two very different genres of literature within his book:
This is a book that’s about the love of reading. It’s a book that speaks to
people who love reading, and more than being a writer, I feel that I ve
always been a reader. For me,I write because I love to read so much.
What’s so fascinating is that readers look at books quite differently than,
say, critics or, say, academics. If you look at most readers’ bookshelves,
you see a wide diversity of texts and voices, and they live comfortably
with it, and that’s part of what I was trying to do with this book. To see if
I could get all these highs and lows and middles and see if they could fit
together in one book the way all the books in my childhood bookshelves
did. And I wasn’t sitting there dividing,“Here are the GREAT 100
BOOKS and these are the junk. That’s not the way I read.
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(Gross,“Junot Diaz”)
With this interview and with Oscar Wao, Diaz is trying to reconcile this gap between the
fiction that Oscar uses to escape and “higher” literature. Just as Oscar’s family is trying
to merge with American culture,just as Oscar is trying to fit in with average society, the
book is struggling to reconcile these two types of literature. This attempt at cohesiveness
appears in the epigraphs: First is a quote from an issue of Stan Lee and Jack Kirby’s
comic book The Fantastic Four, then there is an excerpt from Nobel Prize winning poet
Derek Walcott’s poem,“The Schooner Flight.” There is no better picture of what Diaz is
attempting in Oscar Wao than the book’s relationship with these two epigrams. While
the two quotations are from opposite ends ofthe literary spectrum, they both share a
reasonable degree of obscurity. That is to say, The Fantastic Four, despite being a
relatively popular Marvel Comic, is not widely read. By the same token, Derek Walcott,
despite being a Nobel Prize winning poet, is not known by the average reader. Though
The Fantastic Four is a comic book and “The Schooner Flight” is a work of high art, both
share this common obscurity. The two quotes also share subject matter. The Fantastic
Four quote(“Of what are brief nameless lives... to Galactus???”) refers to Oscar s
disconnectedness. The post-colonial poetry of Derek Walcott deals with native
inhabitants redefining their identities after colonization. While coming from two totally
different genres of writing, both epigraphs deal with the same theme: estrangement. In
this way, Diaz forms a relationship between more canonical writing and the fiction Oscar
uses to escape: by showing that both have merits in their content though the style is
different. Even the main character’s moniker, Oscar Wao,is the result of the interaction
between popular culture and high art. On Halloween, Oscar dresses as the titular
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character of his favorite television show,Doctor Who. Seeing his flamboyant costume,
one of his friends says that Oscar looks like Oscar Wilde, but the friend’s Dominican
accent obscures Wilde to Wao. The main character’s name, like the novel itself, is a
marriage between two forms of art.
Like The Amazing Adventure ofKavalier and Clay, this novel feels like a defense
of escapist fiction. Comic books are Oscar’s mode of escape; The Brief Wondrous Life of
Oscar Wao emphasizes this importance by using escapist literature as the central theme
of the novel.
Though Oscar’s love for escapist fiction is central to the novel, the theme of
escape appears throughout The Brief Wondrous Life ofOscar Wao more literally.
Sections of the novel deal extensively with other members ofthe de Leon family. While
Oscar uses his comic books and fantasy worlds to escape his hardships, the de Leon
women, Oscar’s mother and sister, make parallel attempts at escape during their
adolescences.
A recurring theme throughout the novel is familial sin: that is, the concept that
the flaws of the parent get passed on to the children. In The Brief Wondrous Life of
Oscar Wao this is expressed in the fuku-

2l curse of doom ofsome kind” that has been

placed on Oscar’s family for generations(Diaz 1). It is this curse that the de Leon family
is constantly trying to rise above. Just as the curse reoccurs through the generations of
the de Leon family, so do the modes of dealing with it—especially between Beli(Oscar s
mother) and Lola (Oscar’s sister). The story of each character’s adolescence is
chronicled in the novel, sections 3 and 2 respectively. In these sections both Beli and
Lola have a shared desire to escape. The text refers to this desire as their
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“inextinguishable longing for elsewheres”(Diaz 77). The resolution of the two stories
illuminates the way in which the novel deals with escape: In both parallel stories, the
respective de Leon woman is damaged badly by the lover to whom they escaped—in
Beli’s case, physically damaged to the point of near-death(Diaz 147). In both parallel
stories, the characters are then reunited with their families(Diaz 207, 152). When this
reunion occurs, or when the attempt at escape ends, the character’s life takes a turn for
the better. The love of the family (“zafa” as the text calls it) counteracts the “fuku, or
the family’s curse. As Lola says upon her return: “you can never run away. Not ever.
The only way out is in. And that’s what I guess these stories are all about”(Diaz 209).
In each story to which Lola refers, a character leams to stop running, or escaping, and
embrace the life he or she is given. The same message is seen in the resolution of
Oscar’s story: though he is killed in the attempt, he finally engages life by making a
desperate attempt to win the woman he loves

■an attempt that results in the heroic loss of

his virginity (Diaz 334-335). Though Oscar’s life is brief, his decision to embrace it and
stop escaping results in its being wondrous.
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Chapter III- Martin Dressier: The Tale ofan American Dreamer
Steven Millhauser’s Martin Dressier: The Tale ofan American Dreamer

the

Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 1997. The novel is set in late nineteenth-century New York
City and focuses on the rise of young entrepreneur, Martin Dressier. Told in whimsical
prose, the novel reads like a modem fairytale or fable charting the life of its main
character. Though Martin starts out as shop boy in his father’s cigar store, a simple favor
for a friend soon leads to a job at the seemingly magic Vanderlyn Hotel, where he rises
from bellhop, to day clerk, to personal assistant to the hotel manager. Using his modest
means, he opens a hugely successful lunch restaurant, followed by an entire chain of
them. Martin soon finds himself owner of the Vanderlyn Hotel and developer of several
other increasingly large hotels, each of which moves a little further away from the
conventions of a hotel into recreations of the world itself. As Martin begins to create his
own reflective world-within-the-world, the narrative also shows the downfall of his
marriage and his strange pseudo-love affair with a family of three women. Much as The
Amazing Adventures ofKavalier and Clay and The Brief Wondrous Life ofOscar Wao
use the comic book and genre fiction as archetypes to discuss the idea of escapism,
Martin Dressier: The Tale ofAn American Dreamer uses the commonly known and
myth-like tale of a tum-of-the-century entrepreneur to portray a man who escapes
through his creations.
Throughout Martin Dressier, the theme of escape through creation is seen in
Martin’s insatiable ambition to build greater and greater hotels. This being the case, the
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emphasis on architecture and the descriptions of these buildings are integral to the plot.
This preoccupation with architecture has a long-standing tradition in American
literature

consider the nearly maniacal detail with which Thoreau describes his self-

made home in Walden or the centrality of the house in Hawthorne’s The Home ofSeven
Gables. In Yi-Fu Tuan’s lengthy essay on escapism, he outlines these conventions of
culture (such as architecture) as a symptom of the need to escape from nature:
In the long run, humans everywhere experience, if not forthnghtly
recognize, nature as home and tomb, Eden and jimgle, mother and ogre, a
responsive “thou” and an indifferent “it.

Our attitude to nature was and is

understandably ambivalent. Culture reflects this ambivalence; it
compensates for nature’s defects yet fears the consequences of
overcompensation. A major defect is nature’s undependability and
violence. The familiar story of people altering nature can thus be
understood as their effort to distance themselves from it by establishing a
mediating, more constant world of their own making.
(Tuan 10)
Though Martin Dressier does not consciously intend to escape from nature in the sense of
the natural world, he does attempt to shape a new world in his own image-

one that is

more “constant” as Tuan puts it. An important theme ofMartin Dressier is contained in
the excerpt from Tuan’s essay—the tendency for the created-escapist world to be
structured where the natural world is disorderly.
The theme of the stmctured, escapist world is established when Martin begins to
work at the Vanderlyn in the early parts of the novel: “If out at the desk, he had seemed
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to be in the lively center of things, it was true only in a special and limited sense,for in
fact he had been a minor employee in one department of a vast and complex organization
that he had scarcely bothered to image”(Millhauser 56). From this point on, the novel
spends four pages meticulously outlining the layers of the hotel to which Martin is
becoming newly exposed. This feature ofthe narrative becomes a mainstay o^Martin
Dressier as any time a new hotel is introduced or anytime Martin discovers a feature of
the hotel, Millhauser describes it with lavish detail. From the bottom sub-basement to the
top roof-garden, each floor is meticulously described.
However, the detail with which Martin’s alternate life is described is only relevant
in relation to that from which he is escaping. While the buildings and establishments of
Martin’s work-life are structured, his personal life is as convoluted and unsatisfying as it
could be. This is embodied in his love-life. Though he is mamed to the beautiful
Caroline Vernon, she is ghost-like and ethereal, barely fulfilling her wifely duties and
seeming to sleep-walk through life. Her sister, Emmeline, while stimulating Martin
mentally and professionally (to the point that she becomes one of his most trusted
occupational advisors), is not physically attractive in a way that is appealing to Martin.
Finally, there is their mother, who—at first—is the main source ofinteraction between
Martin and the three women. As the author puts it, “The Vernons, all three ofthem in a
kind of lump, could only be imagined as one wife”(Millhauser 113). Intertwined in his
relationship with these three are the occasional love affairs that Martin has with women
who provide him with the physical gratification that his wife does not(Millhauser
158,186). In short, Martin’s personal life is complicated and ultimately unsatisfying.
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with the women’s roles and identities mixing and merging with one another to the point
of their becoming indistinguishable.
While his work and hotel life offer an escape for Martin throughout the novel,
only after his complicated union with the three women does Martin’s investment in the
hotels becomes intensely personal: “From this tangle of women Martin was glad to
escape into the world of leases and ads and plate glass and cast iron, a hard-edged world
of carefully defined problems demanding precise solutions”(Millhauser 115). After his
marriage in chapter 19, chapters 24 and 26 are entitled “The Dressier and The New
Dressier” respectively. These are the names ofthe first two hotels that Martin not only
owns but builds himself. It is not mere vanity that causes Martin to give these hotels his
own name; they represent for him the reinvention or the recreation of himself As his
personal life begins to grow more and more complex, his investment in these hotels
grows so deeply personal that he sees their structure as his own. The contrast between
these new self-made worlds and his uncontrollable and unsatisfying real life is made
clear:
Such was the ghost-world into which he sank each night and from which
he rose each morning in darkness to set forth in a world of definite things.
It was a world in which he could feel his senses waking even as he walked
in cold dawns to the iron stairs ofthe El, a hard sharp exhilarating
world—and Emmeline-world, as he had come to think of it, bright and
flashing, charged with energy.
(Millhauser 167)
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The dichotomy expressed in this quotaion perfectly mirrors the type of escapism
expressed in the previous quotation from Tuan; this culture, this man-made world of
Martin’s, is an escape from the natural world. An inertia pulls Martin away from the
natural state of his life towards one of his own escape-creation.
Ironically, as his hotels become more and more like “real life,” they (like his real
life marriage) become less and less conventional, ceasing to fit the standard definition of
a hotel and becoming more like tiny universes. While this creation is seen in the gradual
incorporation of more elements in each hotel (department stores, movie theatres, etc.) it is
best seen in the Grand Cosmo, Martin’s appropriately named and final hotel. As the
naming of the Dressier and the New Dressier indicate that Martin is recreating himself
and his life, the Grand Cosmo is Martin’s attempt at recreating the entire world. Within
Martin’s thoughts, to which the reader is made privy, there has always been a note that
each of Martin’s hotels has “sought to be a little world in itself’(Millhauser 181). In
order to appreciate how deep the Grand Cosmo’s world is, the qualities with which
Martin’s other hotels are endowed must be established. Even Martin’s first attempt, the
Dressier, offers people an alternate world in which to live. The following describes a
sub-basement of the Dressier, which Martin has built to resemble the Theater District of
Manhattan, complete with live shows:
...the Theater District in particular was attracting enthusiastic audiences,
who after performances liked to stroll along the cut-stone sidewalks of the
six underground streets lit by electric streetlamps and lined by theaters
glowing with electric signs. People liked to dnnk coffee and wine at the
two outdoor cafes, or to sit on the slatted wooden benches of a small
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lamplit park beneath artificial elms, where they could admire the
handsome views at the end of each street—^views that were in fact large
murals painted on the foundation walls...Emmeline agreed with Martin
that two more cafes were necessary, for many theater-goers preferred to
linger in the artificial streets rather than return to the Empire Bar on the
first floor or ride to the roof garden under the stars; and Martin discussed
with one of the hotel engineers the possibility offitting the ceiling ofthe
Theater District with very small, very dim electric lights, to create an
effect of starlight. (Millhauser 217)
Two important points from this quotation bear relevance to the rest of the novel. First,
Martin has not only created a world for himself, but also one that other people use to
escape. In fact, people prefer this world to the real one. The end of the excerpt
establishes they would rather sit in Martin’s created world than under the real stars of the
roof-top bar. Foreshadowing his later ambitions, Martin notes this and decides to create
stars for his own world. The second point to take note ofis the already-blurred line
between reality and Martin’s world. Though more subtle than Martin’s later hotels, the
Dressier is already manipulating perceptions of the real world. For instance, the excerpt
notes that people like to drink coffee in the two “outdoor” cafes. Of course, these are not
actual outdoor cafes; they are in the subbasement ofthe Dressier. By using the term
outdoors” in reference to an area within the Dressier, Millhauser is already making
terms like “outdoors” relative within Martin’s creation.
With the New Dressier, Martin’s hotels cease to be merely hotels and begin to
incorporate more elements of the world, all within the building. The New Dressier (with
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twenty-four above ground floors and seven underground levels) contains twenty-four
giant statues of American historical and cultural figures, arched bridges connecting sides
of each floor, terra-cotta scenes representing American Industry, Gothic windows, a
twenty-foot wooden model of Manhattan including 10,000 miniatures, and giant
representations of historical scenes, such as “the director ofthe Dutch West India
Company purchasing the isle of the Manhattoes from an Indian with one feather on his
head”(Millhauser 236). The sublevels of the New Dressier contain a landscaped park
with live animals, a complete department store, a series ofthemed vacation retreats, and a
labyrinth. At this point the description takes a turn for the fantastic, stating that the
lowest public sublevel contains “a national park containing a geyser, a waterfall, a
glacier, a small canyon, and winding nature trails” (Millhauser 237). Because the
dimensions of the hotel are never defined, the realism ofthese claims cannot be
determined. What is notable is how much more immersive the New Dressier is than the
original Dressier. The following quotation references the vacations spots that the
subbasements of the New Dressier offer:

.critics were quick to point out that a visit to

a cleverly reproduced landscape underneath a hotel hardly counted as a vacation,
although one reporter, after catching a trout in a campground stream and cooking it over a
fire outside his tent, argued that the vacations offered by the New Dressier were superior
to so-called ‘real’ vacations”(Millhauser 237). As the Dressier offered an extreme mode
of escapism, the New Dressier continues Martin’s quest to realize his world-within-theworld. A recurring theme of the text is the public’s complete acceptance of Martin’s new
world. Once again, Millhauser makes the point is that this world is preferable to reality.
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At the same time, the world provided within the New Dressier appears to be a
dim, distorted reflection of the real world. The narrative achieves this effect through its
parallel structure. In the earlier parts of the novel, Martin courts Caroline and her family
by taking them on long strolls through the city. During this time Martin grew to care for
the group of women and a bond among them developed. Years later, “all four would take
a turn in the underground courtyard, whereupon Caroline, growing tired, would retire to
her rooms, and Martin would return to the New Dressier to speak with the night manager
and continue his round”(Millhauser 245). By drawing comparison between real world
events and similar but less satisfying events inside the New Dressier, the novel begins to
reveal some elements of Martin’s manufactured world that are imsatisfying.
Finally, Martin realizes his dream of a complete world of his own in the Grand
Cosmo. According to Janet Burroway,“The ultimate enterprise is the Grand Cosmo,‘not
a hotel at all’ but an experiment in enclosed community, something like a vertical city
and something like a global village—and finally a dystopian disaster ofclash, imcertainty
and confusion”(Burroway 2). Where the descriptions ofthe Dressier and the New
Dressier take up paragraphs, Millhauser spends ten pages meticulously describing each
increasingly fantastic level of the Grand Cosmo. If the Dressier and the New Dressier
were attempts at recreating the world, a reflection of it perhaps, then the Grand Cosmo is
an attempt at an entirely new, fantastic world. Within it, even the chaos that Martin was
trying to escape in the real world is recreated. The more complex and comprehensive
Martin’s created worlds become, they more they actually begin to resemble the chaotic
disorder of the real world. Within its walls exist mechanical animals, a melancholy
lagoon, a Moorish Bazaar, an opium den, a reconstruction of a gloomy asylum for the
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insane, elaborate sets representing civilizations on other planets, a pygmy village
inhabited by actual pygmies, a center for supernatural and psychic studies (including an
“Ectoplasmosphere”), and a transplanted plot of ground jfrom Ireland on which faeries
had been spotted (Millhauer 264-273). Clearly, with the Grand Cosmo, Martin is making
a departure from reality even farther than his attempts with the first two hotels by
incorporating elements of the fantastic. As the lower and lower levels ofthe Grand
Cosmo are described, it becomes clear that, whether it exists in people’s imagination or
not, the Grand Cosmo also includes its own version of the metaphysical:
It was said that to descend into the world beneath the world was to learn
the secrets of heaven and hell, to go mad,to speak in tongues, to
understand the language of beasts, to rend the veil, to become immortal, to
witness the destruction of the universe and the birth of a new order of
being; and it was said that if you descended far enough down past
obsidian-black rivers, past caves where dwarves in leather jerkins swung
pickaxes against walls veined with gold, down past the lairs of slumbering
dragons whose tails were curled around iron treasure boxes, past regions
of ice and fire, past legendary underworld where the shadowy spirits of the
dead set sail for islands of bliss and pain, down and down, past legend and
dream, through realms of blackness so dark that it stained the soul black,
you would come to a sudden ravishing brighmess. (Millhauser 273)
This complete departure from reality coincides with the downfall of Martin’s mamage
and personal life. As Martin’s real life begins to crumble, his world-within-the-world
becomes more and more fantastic. In the passage quoted above, the Grand Cosmo seems
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almost Shangri-La-esque in its ability to endow visitors with some variety of greater
wisdom. Martin has created a new universe set apart from the real, in which fantasy
becomes reality.
Most interestingly, no longer having anything greater to create, not being able to
escape to anything grander, and the Grand Cosmo being a commercial failure, Martin
begins to populate his fake world with actors—fake people. Here the line between
realities becomes the most blurred. The actors are paid to act like guests, to mingle with
each other as if they are fnends, but of course the members ofthe troupe actually are
friends. Thus, they are being paid to act like those who they already are. They simply
continue their lives in a new setting. Finally, Martin makes the final departure from
reality by paying an actor to play himself, to fulfill the duties of hotel owner, to dress like
him and to act like him, so that Martin can leave the failing universe he has created. The
story has become one of a man who has removed himselfso far from the world outside
his hotel into his escapist world that he begins making alternate versions of himself to
populate his hotel, so that, in the end, he can escape from his own created world too.
The failure of Martin’s world in the final act ofthe novel raises the question what
made the Grand Cosmo fail where the Dressier and the New Dressier succeeded? The
answer lies in the opening line of the novel:
There once lived a man named Martin Dressier, a shopkeeper’s son, who
rose from modest beginnings to a height of dreamlike good
fortune...Although Martin Dressier was a shopkeeper’s son, he too
dreamed his dream, and at last he was lucky enough to do what few people
even dare to imagine: he satisfied his heart’s desire. But this is a perilous
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privilege, which the gods watch jealously, waiting for the flaw, the little
flaw that brings everything to ruin in the end. (Millhauser 1, 2)
As The Amazing Adventures ofKavalier and Clay sometimes resembles the superhero
stories that it is commenting upon, Martin Dressier: The Tale ofan American Dreamer
resembles, both in structure and purpose, a fairytale. The opening line closely resembles
the “once upon a time” opening line that is a convention of fairy tales. Even the structure
of the novel, with dense paragraphs, vivid character descriptions, and sparse but telling
dialogue resembles the whimsical, fairy-tale prose style of Dickens or Bronte. Faiiytale
themes appear throughout the novel, including the frequent description of Caroline as “a
princess in a castle, married to a powerful prince”(Millhauser 220). Like most fairytales
and fables. The Tale ofan American Dreamer has a moral. This being the case, the novel
seems to build towards Martin’s cautionary downfall as outlined in the opening
paragraph. Martin’s flaw is that of hubris. Martin attempts to become God in that he
creates his own world that would make the real world “not simply inferior, but
superfluous”(Milhauser 265). Burying himself in his own creation ultimately brings
about the downfall of his hotel and his family.
Also present in the novel is the idea of transformation. While The Amazing
Adventures ofKavalier and Clay deals with the idea of transforming into a new identity.
Martin Dressier deals with this through dual natures or multiple natures. This is seen in
the novel’s theme of layers. Every aspect of the novel is characterized by its layers.
Significant detail is given to each level of each of building. Large paragraphs are devoted
to describing the different sections of New York City and how each represents a different
layer of society (Millhauser 54). Martin pays special attention to the layers of clothing
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that people wear and ponders the idea of the layers of the human body (Millhauser 49).
Just as buildings and bodies have layers, so does Martin’s personality. The setting ofthe
hotel-life in the early part of the novel is utterly appropriate because it provides a lifestyle
of anonymity. From his early days as a bellhop, the hotel provides Martin the
opportunity to have brief, tawdry love affairs with women—acts that stand in stark
contrast to the normal lifestyle that he leads. Through these sexual interactions with Mrs.
Hamilton and Marie Haskova (Millhauser 32, 157)the reader gets glimpses ofthe double
nature of Martin’s identity. Behind the veneer of hotel life there is a shade of depravity
and sexuality; behind the veneer of Martin Dressier there is also a shade of depravity and
sexuality. Often times, these sexual trysts correspond to his stressful “other” life. When
he becomes frustrated with a difficult situation at work, Martin visits a whore-house
(Millhauser 54). When he finds his wife unsatisfying, he has an affair with Marie
Haskova (Millhauser 157). When Martin finds one life unsatisfying, he escapes to his
other.
This duality is also seen in the women of the novel, but in a more complex way.
The two most prominent women in Martin’s life, Caroline and Emmeline, represent the
two parts of Martin’s life between which he bounces back and forth. The novel goes to
great lengths to establish Caroline’s beauty, but she is ultimately weak and ineffectual.
She is almost unreal. The image of this dream-like girl calls to mind the Lady of Shallot,
who is too beautiful to exist fully in this world, and though Martin struggles to obtain her,
she is ultimately unsatisfying. Emmeline on the other hand is often identified as having
masculine qualities (Millhauser 147), but Martin spends most of his time confiding in her
about his personal and professional matters. Though he finds her unattractive, it is clear
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that Emmeline is better suited for Martin, a fact of which every character is painfully
aware. In a scene that closely resembles one between Sam,Rosa, and Joe inKavalier
and Clay, Caroline attempts a “switch.” That is, she attempts to slowly transition herself
out of marriage with Martin by allowing Emmeline to take on more and more wifely
duties, to the point of almost throwing Emmeline into bed with Martin (Millhauser 252).
However, when the success of this venture seems imminent, Caroline attempts to kill
Emmeline. The inclusion of this murder attempt seems out of place, because, as
mentioned before, this transition was Caroline’s idea. The final chapter ofthe novel
holds the answer to this mystery: “Was he being punished for marrying Caroline and not
Emmeline, the pretty sister and not the plain? He had mamed the sister in dream,the
princess asleep in her tower, ignoring the living sister by his side”(Millhauser 281). The
fate of his marriage and his interactions between the two sisters is tied to the fate of his
escapist world. Just as Martin was punished for exalting his dream-world over the real
world, so he is being punished for picking the dream sister over the sister he really loved.
Finally, the nature of Martin’s escape is ultimately unsatisfying. Every time he
removes himself a little further from reality, every time he builds another hotel or
achieves something great, Martin immediately moves on to the next venture. He is never
content. Just as he cannot pick a woman to love, he also cannot pick a world in which to
live or an identity to embody. As he tells Emmeline, regarding his ideas for the next
hotel, and, on another level, his relationship with her,“Listen Em,I don’t know what I
want. But I want more than this.”
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Chapter IV- The Road
Cormac McCarthy’s The Road won the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 2007. In an
unspecified time in the future, America has become a barren wasteland. The book
chronicles the journey of an unnamed man and his unnamed son as they travel across the
largely uninhabited country, trying to survive. They struggle daily to find food, shelter,
and enough heat to live through the night while they hide firom bands of savage survivors
who have resorted to cannibalism. The bleak, post-apocalyptic tale centers on the man
and his unshakable obsession with keeping his son alive, despite having little hope of
ever achieving a better life. The Road deals with escape in three ways: First, by setting
the story within the genre of science fiction, the book works to bridge the gap between
serious mainstream and escapist literature much as The Amazing Adventures ofKavalier
and Clay and The Brief Wondrous Life ofOscar Wao did. Second, the story is a cycle of
literal escape from one danger to another. Third, The Road is a metafiction, commenting
on story and fiction as modes of escapism. Through these methods, the book illuminates
the ultimate reason for escape—^hope.
In terms of setting. The Road is essentially a science fiction novel.
Coincidentally, Michael Chabon, the author of The Amazing Adventures ofKavalier and
Clay^ is an outspoken proponent of more mainstream authors using “genre fiction” as the
medium through which to tell their stories. Chabon has even gone as far as to edit an
anthology of science fiction and fantasy stories written by mainstream authors(Chabon,
“The Editor’s Notebook”). In this vein of his interest, Chabon writes an analysis of The
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Road. Writing on the novel, Chabon draws attention to the literary world’s ambivalence
towards genres of fiction typically written for entertainment or escape:
We are accustomed to thinking of stories that depict the end ofthe world
and its aftermath as essentially science fiction. These stories feel like
science fiction too, because typically they deal with the changed nature of
society in the wake of cataclysm, the strange new priesthoods, the caste
systems of the genetically stable, the worshipers oftechno-death, the rigid
pastoral theocracies in which mutants and machinery are taboo, etc—
Indeed many reviewers, if they have not chosen to bestow on The Road
the dispensation of calling it a fable or a parable, seem to have read The
Road as the turn toward science fiction that any established literary wnter
may reasonably be permitted.
(Chabon,“Dark Adventure” 95-96, 98)
The Amazing Adventures ofKavalier and Clay and The Brief Wondrous Life ofOscar
Wao incorporate the comic book and superhero fantasy into mainstream fiction. The
Road achieves the same effect by setting the story about a father-son relationship against
the backdrop of a post-apocalyptic world—a setting which, as Chabon states above, is a
characteristic of science fiction. The ambivalence to which Chabon refers is certainly
present even in positive reviews of The Road. Comparing The Road to one of
McCarthy’s earlier works. No Counttyfor OldMen^ one reviewer claims that these books
are separated from normal works of genre fiction by “the energy of[McCarthy’s]
sentences and a philosophical sheriff lifting it out ofthe genre”(Kennedy 3). Cormac
McCarthy’s thoughts on science fiction’s place in the hierarchy of literature are not a
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matter of record (as are Michael Chabon’s). However, The Road does, at least in this
instance, bridge the gap between higher literature and a genre typically relegated to
categories of escapism and entertainment.
The Road^s ties to science fiction and escapist literature aside, it is also a tale of
literal escape. The Amazing Adventures ofKavalier and Clay, The Brief Wondrous Life
of Oscar Wao, and Martin Dressier: A Tale ofan American Dreamer all feature
characters who escape through creation, through transformation, or through literal escape.
What makes The Road so horrific, however, is the futility of its characters escape. The
man and his son are constantly escaping from something though there is nothing to which
they can escape. In the words of one reviewer,

Road offers nothing in the way of

escape or comfort”(Maslin 2). This effect is achieved through the book s postapocalyptic setting. In stories with a traditional setting, escape is the means

to dream of a

better life. In The Amazing Adventures ofKavalier and Clay, Joe and Sam create their
Escapist and his fantasy world in a hope, delusional or not, that their superhero s fight
against the Nazis will spur a social change. In Martin Dressier: The Tale ofan American
Dreamer, Martin seeks to use his hotel-world creations to improve upon the world
outside the hotel. In The Road, however, there is nothing in the future ofthe characters
reality to escape to. They cannot hope for a better situation. This absence creates a need
for constant movement, constant running, and constant escaping. This sense offutility is
shared with the reader through the way McCarthy structures they novel. The Road lacks
conventional punctuation, such as quotation marks. There are no breaks in the story,
there are no chapters. Instead the book is an unbroken 287 page tale in which.
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the pilgrimage is plotless but it races with tension, a sequence ofenemy
encounter or sighting, the perpetual danger from the killing weather,
huddling under blanket and tarp, endlessly gathering firewood,
confronting mysteries the dead world present to a man seeking(and
finding) water and food in the deserted houses, bams and boats that
survived the firestorms.(Kennedy 3)
The “out of the frying pan and into the fire” story continues through the novel. This
continuity creates a shared sense of the never-ending movement that the characters must
feel as they perpetually walk across the ravaged country.
The man and his son are constantly on the move. The title “The Road” is
appropriate because it reflects the central plot device ofthe narrative—^this a novel that is
obsessed with movement, reflected by the unending road the characters travel. The
road’s significance is two-fold, though. In addition to representing the constant fleeing
that make up the character’s lives, it also represents the dangers that lie behind them. The
man admonishes his son (the absent punctuation is part ofthe text): “You need to go on,
he said. I cant go with you. You need to keep going. You dont know what might be
down the road. We were always lucky”(McCarthy 278). The man’s assertion that they
were always lucky is meant to advise the boy to always be cautious of what could be
coming down the road behind them. While they have managed to stay out of danger so
far, they have only succeeded out of constant vigilance. While the road is literally the
means by which the man and his son perpetually escape, it also symbolizes the danger
from which they are escaping.
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The futility of the characters’ escape is further seen in their plans. For much of
the book, the man and the boy are “moving south”(McCarthy 4)but for no other reason
than that it is the next place to go. When they reach the ocean (presumably the Gulf of
Mexico), they stay there for a while and then continue their journey(McCarthy 215).
This aimlessness is noticed by the boy:
The boy stood up and got his broom and put it over his shoulder.
He looked at his father. What are our longer term goals? he said.
What?
Our long term goals.
Where did you hear that?
I dont know.
No, where did you?
You said it.
When?
A long time ago.
What was the answer?
I dont know.
Well. I dont either. Come on. It’s getting dark.
(McCarthy 160-161)
The fact that the man, whose resourcefulness is what has kept the pair alive, does not
have a long term plan shows that the pattern of escape must be perpetual. In lieu of
discussing these plans, the pair continues moving as they always do, because danger (in
this case darkness) is approaching. Even when finding areas of relative safety from the
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elements of nature, the man and the son can never stay in one place for very long. As
Chabon writes:
The impossibility of ever finding a home—literally, a place to live—is
dramatized and proved by McCarthy in a poignant passage in which the
travelers discover a miraculous backyard fallout shelter, intact, untouched,
built by some unknown survivalist—and here is McCarthy’s humor at
absolute zero—who failed to survive. Here they find warmth, light,
enough provision to keep them healthy and fed for a very long time. Yet
they cannot stay; the shelter has been built to withstand fallout and fire,
but it is not secure against the depredations of men.
A major tragedy of the work is that even when they find an area that protects them firom
the ruined earth, the pair cannot find safety from their fellow human beings. Even when
the man and son escape from one form of danger, they must immediately think about
escaping from another.
Ultimately, even the state of perpetually escaping and running becomes
something from which to escape. The man and his son have three ways in which to
escape: death, dreams, and stories. From the beginning of the novel death is regarded

as

a release. Even before the story starts, the wife of the man(and the mother ofthe son)
has killed herself, choosing death over continuing this existence of fear of starvation,
murder, and rape (the first line belongs to the wife, the second to the man, and so forth):
I don’t care. It’s meaningless. You can think of me a faithless slut
if you like. I’ve taken a new lover. He can give me what you cannot.
Death is not a lover.
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Oh yes he is.
(McCarthy 55)
The man earnestly struggles with the decision of whether or not to follow his wife. When
the story opens, the man holds a pistol with two remaining bullets—just enough to end
the life of his son and himself. When reading The Road, a reader inevitably must ask
why the man would not choose this escape. Even death seems preferable to the fate that
must eventually catch up with the man and his son.
The text also frequently deals with dreams as escape. When the man sleeps, he
dreams of life moving beneath the earth (McCarthy 3-4), his ideal childhood (McCarthy
12-13), his ghostly and beautiful wife(McCarthy 18), and ofsaving his family
(McCarthy 32). However, rather than embracing these dreams as a sweet, nightly
reprieve from his harsh reality, the man rejects them: “He mistrusted all of that. He said
the right dreams for a man in peril were dreams of peril and all else was the call of
languor and of death. He slept little and he slept poorly. He dreamt of walking in a
flowering wood where birds flew before them he and the child and the sky was aching
blue but he was learning how to wake himself from just such siren world (McCarthy
18). This reasoning seems to regard escapism as a negative virtue. The man rationalizes
that dreaming leads to longing and that to languish. The more he is engaged by his dream
world, the less he is engaged by reality. As the story unfolds, however, this
rationalization is proven to be just a secondary reason for the man’s avoiding dreams. In
The Road there is a very thin line between dreams and memory -the two are virtually
synonymous. The most colorful sections of writing are those that feature the man s
memories:
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Rich dreams now which he was loathe to wake from. Things no longer
known in the world. The cold drove him forth to mend the fire. Memory
of her crossing the lawn toward the house in the early morning in a thin
rose gown that clung to her breasts. He thought each memory recalled
must do some violence to its origins. As in a party game. Say the word
and pass it on. So be sparing. What you alter in the remembering has yet
a reality, known or not. (McCarthy 131)
With this passage, the chief reason for avoiding the escape of dreams and memory is
revealed. With each remembrance,the old world fades a little more. Every time the man
recalls a memory, it is altered, and, therefore, the original memory is dead.
Finally, the boy and his son can choose to escape through stories. As established
in earlier chapters, story is a significant part of escapism. Joe Kavalier and Sam Clay
weave their tales of the Escapist; Oscar Wao escapes life through the adventures of his
superheroes and through space operas. In The Road there are no stories worth telling.
The situation of the man and his son is far bleaker than the life ofJoe and Sam or the life
of Oscar, yet, by the book’s end, the boy refuses to escape from their situation by letting
his father tell him stories (the first line belongs to the man,the second to the son, and so
forth):
Do you want me to tell you a story?
No.
Why not?
The boy looked at him and looked away.
Why not?
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Those stories are not true.
They don’t have to be true. They’re stories.
Yes. But in the stories we’re always helping people and we dont
help people.
Why don’t you tell me a story?
I dont want to.
Okay.
I dont have any stories to tell.
You could tell me a story about yourself.
You already know all the stories about me. You were there.
(McCarthy 268)
Like literal escape, escape through stories is a pointless endeavor in the eyes of the son,
because he and his father live in a world without hope. Joe and Sam create the Escapist,
because they have hope for their family’s safety. Lola and Beli run from their homes,
because they hope for a better life. In a world that is ending, there is no hope and no
point in stories. Ideas of heroism and gallantry are moot. Nothing in this world has a
beginning or a resolution. Someone bom into this world (like the boy) would have no
reference points for stories.
As soon as The Road establishes this point, however, it admits an exception.
While the boy’s hope is wavering by the end of the story, the man’s hope lies with the
son. The man frequently repeats his mantra to the son—that they are carrying the fire:
Of what this fire might consist he can never specify, but from this hopeful
fiction or hopeless truth the boy seems to intuit a promise: that life will not
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always be thus; that it wall improve, that beauty and purpose, sunlight and
green plenty will return; in short, that everything is going to be “okay,” a
word which both characters endlessly repeat to each other.
(Chabon,“Dark Adventure” 100)
As Chabon points out, this fire may be a fiction. There is no promise made, but the
possibility of keeping his son alive is hope enough for the man. Whether or not it is
fruitful, the father’s obsession is a belief that they are escaping for a reason. There is no
hope, but there might be one day. The man obsessively believes his son’s existence
makes him a messiah of hope. Because of this hope,the choice of escape by death is
unacceptable to the man. This hope also explains why succumbing to the “siren dreams”
and the languish that would follow is unacceptable. Ironically, this hope that makes
escape through dreams and death unacceptable is the same hope that makes literal escape
so necessary. The man’s hope for his son’s survival is the only motivation ofthe
character. Tiny though the hope may be, it is enough to keep the man willing to live,
willing to refuse the escape of death and dreams, and willing to continue to escape from
the dangers that threaten his son.
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Conclusion- Hope
In The Amazing Adventures ofKavalier and Clay, The Brief Wondrous Life of
Oscar Wao, Martin Dressier: The Tale ofan American Dreamer, and The Road the
theme of escape is ambiguous—at times the texts seem to regard escaping as the flaw of
the characters, and at other times escape redeems them.
Certainly, escaping from reality completely is a negative achievement. Joe
Kavalier reaches his lowest point when he flees to Antarctica, leaving his responsibilities
and loved ones behind (Chabon 425-468). Oscar Wao’s complete immersion into his
alternate worlds of science fiction and fantasy burdens him with stigmas that separate
him from society: “and his interest—in Genres!—^which nobody had said boo about
before, suddenly became synonymous with being a loser with a capital L”(Diaz 17).
Martin Dressier’s obsession with creating a new world of his own design leads to the
downfall of his marriage (Millhauser 247-255). The man from The

knows that

succumbing to the escape offered by death and dreams would mean the end ofthe one
thing in life worth saving—his son (McCarthy 18).
On the other hand, at different points in all four novels, temporary escape is a
positive action. The final section of The Amazing Adventures ofKavalier and Clay says
it best:
[Joe] would remember for the rest of his life a peaceful half hour spent
reading a copy of Betty and Veronica that he had found in a service-station
rest room: lying down with it under a fir tree, in a sun-slanting forest
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outside of Medford, Oregon, wholly absorbed into that primary-colored
world of bad gags, heavy ink lines, Shakespearen farce, and the deep,
almost Oriental mystery of the two big-toothed, wasp-waisted goddessgirls, light and dark, entangled forever in the enmity oftheir friendship.
The pain of his loss—though he would never have spoken ofit in these
terms

was always with him in those days, a cold smooth ball lodged in

his chest,just behind his sternum. For that half hour spent in the dappled
shade of the Douglas firs reading Betty and Veronica, the icy ball had
melted away without him even noticing. That was the magic—^not the
apparent magic of the silk-hatted card-palmer, or the bold, brute trickery
of the escape artist, but the genuine magic of art. It was a mark of how
fucked-up and broken was the world—the reality—^that had swallowed his
home and his family that such a feat of escape, by no means easy to pull
off, should remain so universally despised.
(Chabon 576)
In this passage, escape is far from a flaw of Joe’s. The escape that the fictional world
offers is near-redemptive for him. For Oscar Wao,the wondrousness of his brief life
does not occur because he leaves behind the science fiction and fantasy; in fact, one of
his last acts is to write a final space opera(Diaz 317). In The Road, literal escape is far
from a flaw

it is a necessity for basic survival, even though escape through dreams and

stories is unacceptable.
The reconciliation between these two dichotomies lies in the middle ground. To
quote Tuan:
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Modem times [have] introduced unprecedented predictability and
plenitude into human life. This ought to ensure happiness, but it doesn’t;
it doesn’t even ensure deep security. Modem men and women,living in
their artificial worlds high up on the ladder of aspiration and pretension.
seem to suffer from what Milan Kundera called the “imbearable lightness
of being.” Life up there doesn’t seem quite real—^there again, that
problematic word—and although people do not mind living in a pleasant
dream, they might well think something amiss living and dying in one
without ever knowing what it is to be awake. Hence the desire to pause on
the ladder... Moderates seek a middle position.
This call for moderation between reality and fantasy, between real life and escape, seems
in line with the themes of the novels. Joe’s escape into the Betty and Veronica comic
books comes just before he returns to his life and accepts the responsibilities he originally
left behind—balance. Oscar’s final two acts before being killed are completing his epic
space opera novel and making love to a woman for the first time. He does not leave
behind his love for his escapist worlds, but he does not solely reside within them
either—^balance. What makes Martin Dressler’s story so ultimately tragic is the fact that
he neglected his marriage and his family to the point where there is nothing for him to
return to when his escapist world fails—no balance.
Ultimately, the truth found in The

holds true across all four novels. Escape

is good when used as an expression of hope; escape for escape’s sake is not. The man
and his son’s literal escape is an expression of their hope for a better life at some point in
the future, bleak as it may be. Joe and Sam’s future success in the comic book industry
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(as evidenced by the retrospective footnotes scattered throughout the text) implies that
when they stopped using their character, the Escapist, to create new lives for themselves,
they found happiness and hope in reality. Oscar Wao’s balance between his escapist
worlds and his real life comes when he finds hope for the love of a woman. These
examples use escapism as a positive achievement. It seems conclusive that escapism is
not inherently a negative reaction or a flaw:
Escapism, I will argue, is human—and inescapable. There is nothing
wrong with escape as such. What makes it suspect is the goal, which can
be quite unreal. And what is wrong with the unreal—^with wild fantasy?
Nothing, I would say, so long as it remains a passing mood,a temporary
escape, a brief mental experiment with possibility.(Tuan xvii)
For the characters in these four novels, escape is positive when achieved in hopes of
making a better life in reality, rather than just perpetuating the fantasy world.
The tie between hope and escape is what makes the theme of escapism such an
appropriate one for Pulitzer Prize winning novels. As stated in the introduction, the key
feature of a Pulitzer Prize winning novel is that it deals with some aspect of American
life. All four novels meet this qualification on a superficial level: Martin Dressier deals
with the industrial boom in tum-of-the-century New York, The Amazing Adventures of
Kavalier and Clay deals with lives of Jewish cousins in America from the 1930s through
the 1950s. The Brief Wondrous Life ofOscar Wao chronicles the lives of an immigrant
family from the Dominican Republic, and The Road shows the American landscape
through a bleak, post-apocalyptic lens. Beyond the setting, though, the theme of escape
present in all four novels connects the books with deeper American ideals. The idea of

62

escape is even present in the American dream. The phrase “the American Dream” was
first coined by James Truslow Adams in his Epic ofAmerica:
If, as I have said, the things already listed were all we had to contribute,
America would have made no distinctive and unique gift to mankind. But
there has been also the American dream,that dream of a land in which life
should be better and richer and fuller for every man, with opportunity for
each according to his ability or achievement...
(Adams 404)
Stated here in its original context, the definition ofthe American dream sounds very
similar to the definition of escapism at its best—the pursuing of a better lifestyle, striving
to leaves one's own life in hope of a new and better one. The American Dream is a
dream, never fully realized. It is vital as an alternative to what is. Idealistic as it sounds,
the foundation of America was based on a group of people escaping their country in
hopes of finding a better life somewhere else. As stated above, escapism for escape’s
sake is futile, but in the context of hope, it becomes a virtue.
There is an undeniable connection between the American dream of a better life
and the creation and transformation the characters experience through the best kinds of
escape in these four novels. Being awarded the Pulitzer Prize for reflecting some aspect
of American life. The Amazing Adventures ofKavalier and Clay, The Brief Wondrous
Life ofOscar Wao, Martin Dressier: The Tale ofan American Dreamer, and The Road
illuminate what is ultimately a fundamentally American ideallonging for elsewheres.

'the inextinguishable
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